Background. Permanent professional development is a right and obligation of all nurses and midwives (N&M). It is a result of the constant changes in medical and nursing standards as well as the provisions of the law regulating the profession.
Introduction
In Poland, there are as many as 312,883 practicing nurses and midwives, and women constitute a vast majority of the total (98.4%). There are 298,486 female and male nurses and 34,387 female and male midwives. 1 These professional groups are much more numerous than the group of doctors (159,285 persons). 2 Improvement of the competence of such a numerous group is a serious functional and organizational challenge for the Polish health care system. Permanent professional development is a right and obligation of every nurse and midwife. It is a result of constantly changing medical and nursing standards as well as the provisions of the law regulating these professions (Article 61, paragraph 1 of the Nurses and Midwives Act, hereinafter referred to as the Act). 3 The Act sets forth that participation in vocational training is both a right and duty of every nurse and midwife, but it also specifies the types and aims of such courses. Article 66 says that the postgraduate training of nurses and midwives includes: specialized training ("specialization"), qualification courses, specialization courses, and retraining courses.
The aim of specialization is that "a nurse or midwife gains specialized knowledge and skills in a particular area of nursing or area applicable to health protection" (Article 67 of the Act). In Poland, 18,654 nurses and midwives have a specialization, constituting 6% of all practicing nurses and midwives. Preventive nursing and surgical nursing are among the most popular specializations for nurses. The largest number of midwives are specialists in obstetric nursing and anesthetic and intensive care nursing. Both professional groups are very interested in specialization in organization and management.
A qualification course is of smaller scale than specialization because it aims at providing nurses and midwives with the knowledge and skills necessary to provide particular health services in a given area. In Poland, 56,905 nurses and midwives have graduated from qualification courses, constituting 18% of all practicing nurses and midwives. The largest number of nurses and midwives acquired qualifications in family nursing. Nurses are also interested in courses devoted to anesthetic and intensive care nursing. 4 Article 72, paragraph 1 of the Act says that "the aim of a specialization course is to provide nurses and midwives with knowledge and skills necessary to perform specific professional activities when providing nursing, preventive, diagnostic, medical or rehabilitation services". Retraining courses are the most general, thus they may focus on efficient methods for informing patients as well as on the law in health protection and rules concerning civil, criminal and professional liability.
According to information provided by the Ministry of Health, so far over 45,000 nurses and midwives have participated in professional courses conducted under the Human Capital Operational Programme financed by the European Social Fund for [2008] [2009] [2010] [2011] [2012] [2013] [2014] [2015] . This data does not include specialized training that was not financed by this specific program. However, bridging courses were taken into account.
Vocational training may be divided into internal (organized by employers) and external, which often determines their financing. Internal training is, to a large extent, "free of charge" for participants; however, they do not always relate to the areas of interest of particular nurses and midwives but more often they correspond to the ones "needed" by a sponsor.
Many nurses and midwives are willing to improve their knowledge and skills in many areas, but they face numerous obstacles. 6 These difficulties are of a financial as well as of an administrative, personal, and professional nature. Current technical capabilities allow for a modification of the forms of professional courses. A lot of them may be conducted in the form of so-called e-learning, which makes the entire course more flexible and less expensive.
The aim of the study was to diagnose the preferences and problems of nurses and midwives during specialization concerning post-graduate professional courses.
Materials and methods
The study group consisted of nurses and midwives taking a specialization exam organized by the Postgraduate Training Center for Nurses and Midwives in Warsaw (autumn exam session of 2014).
Nine hundred thirty-two persons participated in the study, including 848 women (91% of the total) and 28 men (3% of the total); 56 persons (6%) did not provide information about gender. The mean age of the group amounted to 42 years (min. 26, max. 64, SD 6.71, median 42, mode 40).
Married women constituted the largest subgroup (626 persons, 67% of all) regarding marital status, and there were also 101 single women (11%), 24 divorced women (2.6%), and 8 widows. As far as men were concerned, there were 49 bachelors (5%) and 9 men were married (1%). One hundred five persons (11%) did not respond to the question about their marital status.
Persons living in towns up to 100,000 citizens constituted the largest subgroup (249 persons, 27%) regarding population centers among the study participants. Two hundred thirty persons (25%) lived in cities between 100,000 and 500,000 citizens, 218 respondents (23%) lived in villages, and 176 study participants (19%) lived in cities over 500,000 citizens. Fifty-nine persons (6%) provided no answer to that question.
The largest subgroup regarding level of education, constituting 301 persons (32%), had secondary medical education, 267 respondents (29%) had a Master's degree and 260 study participants (28%) had a Bachelor's degree. Two persons (0.2%) had a doctoral degree. One respondent (0.1%) had a degree in engineering and one person (0.1%) was in the middle of a Bachelor's degree program. Eleven per cent of the respondents (101 persons) did not provide any information on their education level.
As far as postgraduate training was concerned, 194 study participants (21%) had graduated from a qualification course, 69 persons (7%) had completed a specialization course, 59 respondents (6%) had a specialization (specialized training), and 19 persons (2%) had graduated from a retraining course. Five hundred ninety one respondents (64%) had not completed any such courses or did not provide any information on the scope of postgraduate courses they had participated in.
An original questionnaire constituted a research tool in the study. The authors performed a quantitative analysis of the data assessing the frequency of answers and identifying structural indicators for these answers. Cronbach's alpha coefficient was established to assess compatibility in selecting course subjects related to medical law.
Results
Two-thirds of the nurses participated in vocational courses once, twice, or three times a year. Only a small percentage of the respondents had not taken part in such courses at all and not many more participated in training more often than 3 times a year. Every 5 th respondent chose the answer "hard to say" (Table 1) .
Every 6 th study participant said that he or she had taken part in a skills improvement course. Despite a very small percentage of negative answers, there was a large number of nurses and midwives who answered "difficult to say" ( Table 2) .
The nurses and midwives had participated in courses organized by their employers as well as in so-called "external" training. A majority of the respondents indicated internal courses. Three in 10 study participants did not provide any answer to this question (Table 3) .
Study participants were also asked about the sources of financing. Most courses had been financed by employers, but nearly as many respondents had had to cover the costs themselves. A small percentage of training had been co-financed by employers and employees. Almost 1 in 10 respondents had participated in courses financed by EU funds. The following forms of financing were also mentioned (in descending order): Chamber of Nurses and Midwives, Ministry of Health, and a company hosting the course. The vast majority of nurses and midwives, again, did not provide a specific answer to the question, indicating "difficult to say" or "not applicable" options, or not providing any answer at all ( Table 4) .
The nurses and midwives were also asked whether their employer evaluated their needs as far as the organization and performance of training were concerned. More than half of the respondents replied positively. Every 4 th person said that no data concerning the training-related needs of the employees was collected or analyzed at their workplace (Table 5 ).
The present analysis also concerned the forms of courses, part of which can be conducted in the form of elearning. A part of the respondents had already experienced this form of professional development. However, the vast majority of nurses and midwives had still never participated in an e-learning course (Table 6) .
Many nurses and midwives (40%) had experienced difficulties when they wanted to take part in vocational training. However, more than half of the study participants reported not having any of such problems (Table 7) . Financial barriers were mentioned by the largest number of study participants as the most common difficulties they had encountered. These were followed by a bad work environment, impossibility of finding a replacement and insufficient training dates. Family considerations were mentioned by a very small percentage of the respondents (Table 8) .
Discussion
The issue of vocational training has been widely discussed in the Polish literature. [6] [7] [8] [9] 11, 12 The analyses mostly focused on motivation for undertaking various forms of further education, as well as what kind of barriers nurses and midwives face on their way to improving their skills. However, the authors saw the need to conduct a similar study among nurses and midwives during specialization.
Lifelong learning constitutes an integral part of the professional career of a nurse or midwife. 6 This is of particular importance in the present age of rapidly-developing medicine and health sciences. It has been proven that the right and duty of continuing education is exercised in both professions. The fact that only a small percentage of the respondents reported that they had not participated in vocational courses leads to the conclusion that nurses and midwives improve their competences in a satisfactory manner. This does not mean, however, that the situation here is ideal. The present study results agree with those obtained by Tomaszewska et al. 7 and Cisoń--Apanasewicz et al. 9 The latter demonstrated that over 90% of respondents saw the need to take part in postgraduate training.
What is surprising is the fact that a large proportion of the respondents did not provide any specific answer to the question about participation in any course over the past year, and chose the "difficult to say" option. This may mean that they did not understand the question, did not remember or did not attach importance to this issue. All seem to be worrying. An analysis of the question may also suggest that, although the respondents had participated in a course, they were not sure whether it had improved their professional skills. This, in turn, would reflect very badly on the training providers and instructors. A full understanding of the issue requires a more indepth analysis.
The financing of courses seems to be an interesting aspect. The present study showed that a similar number of courses were financed by employers and the participants themselves. These results are similar to those obtained by Mytkowski et al., who found that half of departmental nurses had had to cover the costs of at least one training themselves and only in the case of 1/3 of the total courses had the training been fully financed by the employers. The results among ward nurses were more optimistic, since as many as 40% of the nurses had received full financing and 1/4 had received co-financing and only 1/3 had had to cover all costs themselves. 8 What is surprising here is the fact that the co-financing of courses by employers with the contribution of the employee was not very popular. In an age of increased labor costs and development of the training sector, such a solution seems to be reasonable.
A relatively small group of nurses and midwives apply for financing or co-financing of courses with UE funds. The attractiveness of a course certainly depends on its cost. This is why, among others, specialization courses were more popular among the study participants than, e.g., specialized training. 9 Data on the training-related needs of employees always needs to be diagnosed and analyzed by employers. This study showed that this was not the case in many situations. What is more, the report mentioned above showed that the management of health care entities believed that the training-related needs of the staff were satisfied to a much greater extent than it was according to the staff themselves, nurses and midwives included. 8 A lot of vocational training may be conducted with the use of modern techniques such as e-learning. 10 E-learning may be used for teaching mostly non-clinical issues such as law in medicine and organization and management, but also strictly medical subjects when using modern audiovisual techniques. 10 However, this study demonstrated that a very small number of nurses and midwives had participated in this kind of course. This means that there is potential for the development of e-learning in postgraduate training of medical personnel.
The difficulties faced by nurses and midwives who are willing to improve their competences has been broadly discussed in the literature. A study by Nowicki et al. conducted among a group of nurses specializing in emergency nursing showed that a lack of financial resources (71%), lack of time (56%) and lack of approval from superiors were among the most frequent barriers in this respect. 11 On the other hand, Kobos et al. pointed to the fact that particularly the lack of clear rules concerning training leave (76%) and financial support from employers (74%) makes it difficult to decide on training, and physical and mental exhaustion after a day at work (85%) makes the course itself unpleasant. 12 The present study demonstrated that nearly half of the nurses and midwives faced difficulties associated with participation in skill improvement courses. The authors also tried to identify barriers to participation in training. As was mentioned above, financial barriers are the most common type, followed by those on the part of the employer: unpleasant atmosphere at work, lack of understanding, no replacement at work during the course. These results correspond to the ones obtained by Tomaszewska et al. and Ciosoń-Apanasewicz et al. The latter added to that the lack of self-motivation of the personnel. 6, 9 The selection of the study participants limited to nurses and midwives during specialization was a major limitation of the study. Therefore a further study extended to issues related to the content and preferred forms of postgraduate training among other groups of nurses seems to be necessary.
Conclusions
Among the study group, most of difficulties in taking part in postgraduate professional courses resulted from objective reasons and thus, an introduction of broad systemic changes in access to postgraduate courses is worth considering.
The introduction of modern technologies (online courses) to the continuing education of nurses and midwives could improve access to postgraduate courses since time barriers would be overcome and the cost of training would be reduced.
There is a need to continue research on the preparation of nurses and midwives to take part in e-learning or blended learning courses as well as on their interest in using modern technologies.
